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ISLE ROYALE 
NATIONAL PARK    MICHIGAN SEPTEMBER 1999 

WILDERNESS AND BACKCOUNTRY MANAGEMENT PLAN    NEWSLETTER 1 

Dear Friend of Isle Royale: 

As most of you know, we have recently completed a 
General Management Plan (GMP) for Isle Royale 
National Park.  The GMP outlines a management 
philosophy and framework for decision making and 
problem solving that will guide park management for 
the next 15 to 20 years.  As part of the GMP process, 
the need for several more detailed implementation 
plans was identified.  One such plan is a wilderness 
and backcountry management plan.  Because 
approximately 99% of the island was designated as 
wilderness by Congress in 1976, a plan that details 
management of the Isle Royale wilderness is 
required by NPS policy, as well as being an 
important extension of the park’s GMP.  This new 
plan will be based on decisions made in the GMP, 
but will address many management and public 
concerns in greater detail.  This plan will be prepared 
by the Isle Royale National Park staff, with some 
assistance from the NPS central planning office in 
Denver, Colorado. 

We are just beginning the wilderness and 
backcountry management plan process, and are 
coming to you for input and ideas. The public played 
an active and meaningful role in the development of 
the GMP, and we would like this new plan to benefit 
from the same level of public interest and attention. 

Please look over this newsletter and let us know if 
you would like to continue to be involved. There is a 
response sheet attached that will allow you to keep 
your name on the project mailing list and to provide 
us with some early comments. 

Doug Barnard 
Superintendent, Isle Royale National Park 

WILDERNESS LAW AND POLICY 

The Wilderness Act of 1964 established the National 
Wilderness Preservation System and identified the 
National Park Service as one of the four federal 
agencies responsible for the protection and 
preservation of the nation’s wilderness resource. The 
Act defines wilderness as: 

 . . . an area where the earth and its community 
of life are untrammeled by man, where man 
himself is a visitor who does not remain. An 
area of . . . undeveloped Federal land retaining 
its primeval character and influence, without 
permanent improvements or human habitation, 
which is protected and managed so as to 
preserve its natural conditions and which (1) 
generally appears to have been affected 
primarily by the forces of nature, with the 
imprint of man’s work substantially 
unnoticeable; (2) has outstanding opportunities 
for solitude or a primitive and unconfined type 
of recreation; (3) has at least 5,000 acres of 
land or is of sufficient size as to make 
practicable its preservation and use in an 
unimpaired condition; and (4) may also 
contain ecological, geological, or other 
features of scientific, educational, scenic, or 
historical value. 

The language within the Wilderness Act clearly 
shows that Congress intended wilderness areas 
within units of the National Park System to receive 
special attention in addition to the other laws and 
policies affecting park resources. The Act directs that 
wilderness areas “shall be administered for the use 
and enjoyment of the American people in such 
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manner as will leave them unimpaired for future use 
and enjoyment as wilderness”. The National Park 
Service Management Policies on wilderness 
preservation and management reflect the purpose of 
the Wilderness Act and are intended to establish 
consistent Servicewide direction for the preservation, 
management, and use of wilderness. NPS 
Management Policies includes the following 
summary statement: 

The National Park Service will manage 
wilderness areas for the use and enjoyment of 
the American people in such manner as will 
leave them unimpaired for future use and 
enjoyment as wilderness. Management will 
include the protection of these areas, the 
preservation of their wilderness character, and 
the gathering and dissemination of information 
regarding their use and enjoyment as 
wilderness. The public purpose of wilderness in 
the national parks includes the preservation of 
wilderness character and wilderness resources 
in an unimpaired condition, as well as for the 
purposes of recreational, scenic, scientific, 
education, conservation, and historical use. 

WHAT IS A WILDERNESS AND 
BACKCOUNTRY MANAGEMENT PLAN? 

National Park Service policy requires each park that 
contains designated wilderness and/or significant 
levels of backcountry recreational use to develop and 
maintain a specific management plan. The intent of 
the plan is to guide the preservation, management, 
and use of backcountry and wilderness areas and to 
ensure consistency of management over time. Such 

plans are required to identify and describe resource 
and visitor experience conditions that management 
will strive to maintain, and to identify thresholds 
beyond which changes to those conditions will be 
deemed unacceptable. Specific management tools 
and techniques, and strategies for managing visitor 
use are also included in these plans. 

In the case of Isle Royale, the general description of 
acceptable resource and visitor experience conditions 
was accomplished in the prescriptive management 
zones established by GMP. The wilderness and 
backcountry management plan will expand on the 
description of those conditions, identify a process to 
determine the specific management tools and 
techniques that will be used in wilderness and 
backcountry areas, set priorities for campground and 
trail maintenance projects, and address visitor use 
limits. Several areas on the island were not 
designated as wilderness in the park’s wilderness 
legislation, but are zoned in the GMP in ways that 
would be consistent with wilderness recreation and 
management. The wilderness and backcountry 
management plan will evaluate these areas for 
possible conversion to wilderness. 

The wilderness and backcountry management plan 
will be accompanied by an environmental assessment 
(EA) that will describe the anticipated consequences 
of implementing the plan. The EA will be tiered on 
the environmental impact statement that 
accompanied the GMP. As is true of all Park Service 
planning, the public will be involved throughout the 
process and will be invited to review the draft plan/ 
EA. 

SPECIAL ELEMENTS OF THE WILDERNESS 
AND BACKCOUNTRY MANAGEMENT 
PLAN 

Visitor Use Levels 
Each national park area is required by law to 
determine appropriate levels of visitor use that allow 
for quality experiences in the park and do not result 
in unacceptable impacts to the park’s significant 
resources. Such use levels are referred to as the 
park’s “carrying capacity.”  The Visitor Experience 
and Resource Protection (VERP) planning process is 
used to address carrying capacity in NPS units. The 
process consists of four key elements: 1) a parkwide 
management zoning scheme that defines visitor 
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experience and resource condition goals for each 
area of the park; (2) selection of indicators that can 
be monitored to ensure that the goals are being met; 
(3) a systematic monitoring program; and (4) 
standards for each monitored indicator that are 
expected to warn when conditions merit management 
action. The first element was accomplished as part of 
the GMP. The other elements will be a part of the 
wilderness and backcountry management plan. 

Some of you may have participated in a two-phase 
visitor survey that was conducted at Isle Royale 
during the course of the GMP. In the first phase, 
conducted during the 1996 use season, data were 
gathered on visitor motives and preferences, as well 
as on visitor perceptions of impacts on resources and 
experiences. These preferences were used to develop 
a list of conditions that visitors identified as 
contributing to or detracting from their experiences 
at Isle Royale. In the VERP process, these conditions 
are termed “indicators” of quality experiences. 
Examples of these indicators include: the need to 
share campsites or shelters, the number of other 
hikers encountered along the trail, and the need to 
raft boats off other boats at docks. 

During the summer of 1997, the study focused on 
visitors’ standards, or acceptable thresholds, for key 
indicators identified the previous year. In this study, 
hikers and boaters were asked to complete a diary 
during each day of their trip. Study participants were 
asked to report their personal beliefs about 
appropriate use levels and conditions at the park. For 
example, visitors reported the numbers of other 
hikers they encountered each day, whether that 
number was acceptable to them, and whether that 
number met their expectations for a wilderness 
experience at Isle Royale. Similar information was 
gathered about use levels at campgrounds, lunch 
spots, docks, and anchoring areas. 

During the same period of time, research was 
undertaken to design and implement a backcountry 
campsite monitoring program at the park. This 
program was focused on resource conditions, and 
considered such indicators as the extent of 
disturbance around the campsite, vegetation loss, soil 
exposure, tree damage, root exposure, and 
development of informal trails. A comprehensive 
procedural manual was developed to guide present 
and future field staff in monitoring the indicators and 

taking consistent measurements. While conditions at 
Isle Royale backcountry sites were found to be quite 
good, monitoring indicators of resource conditions 
will play a key role in the management of visitor use 
levels. 

All of research data will be used by the park staff to 
explore appropriate use levels in Isle Royale 
backcountry and wilderness areas. The public will be 
asked, through the backcountry and wilderness 
management plan process, to participate in reaching 
final determinations about carrying capacity. 

Determination of Minimum Requirements 
NPS policies for wilderness management require 
park staffs to evaluate all decisions concerning 
operations, special uses, research, and equipment use 
in wilderness, and identify the tools and techniques 
that will result in the minimum effect to wilderness 
resources, character, and values. Specifically, 
wilderness character and values include: the 
wilderness’s primeval quality, preservation of natural 
conditions (including the lack of man-made noises), 
outstanding opportunities for solitude, provision of 
primitive and unconfined types of recreation, and 
preservation of the wilderness in an unimpaired 
condition. 

The minimum requirement concept is applied as a 
two-step process: 

First, a determination is made as to whether or 
not a proposed management action is 
appropriate and necessary for the administration 
of the area as wilderness, and/or does not pose a 
significant impact to the wilderness resources 
and character. 
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Second, if the project is appropriate and 
necessary in wilderness, management methods 
and tools are selected that cause the least 
amount of impact to the physical resources and 
experiential qualities of wilderness. 

These determinations will be documented as part of 
the wilderness and backcountry management plan, 
and the public will be invited to comment on them. 

SCOPE OF THE WILDERNESS AND 
BACKCOUNTRY MANAGEMENT PLAN 

Decisions made in the wilderness and backcountry 
management plan will be consistent with the 
approved GMP and will be guided by the following 
goals and objectives. 

Park purpose statements are based on park 
legislation and legislative history, other special 
designations, and NPS policies. The statements 
reaffirm the reasons for which Isle Royale was set 
aside as part of the national park system. These 
statements were documented in the GMP: 

Preserve and protect the park’s wilderness 
character for use and enjoyment by present and 
future generations. 

Preserve and protect the park’s cultural and 
natural resources and ecological processes. 

Provide opportunities for recreational uses and 
experiences that are compatible with the 
preservation of the park wilderness character 
and park resources. 

Provide park-related educational and 
interpretive opportunities for the public. 

Provide opportunities for scientific study of 
ecosystem components and processes, including 
human influences and use, and share the 
findings with the public. 

Park significance statements capture the essence of 
the park’s importance to the nation’s natural and 
cultural heritage; they describe the park’s 
distinctiveness and help to place the park in its 
regional, national, and international contexts. Along 
with the purpose statements, these significance 
statements were affirmed in the GMP: 

This maritime park, a U.S. Biosphere Reserve, 
encompasses a remote and primitive wilderness 
archipelago isolated by the size and power of 
Lake Superior. 

Isle Royale is world renowned for its long-term 
wolf/moose predator/prey study. The park 
offers outstanding possibilities for research in a 
remote, relatively simple ecosystem where overt 
human influences are limited. 

Park waters contain the most productive native 
fishery and genetically diverse lake trout 
populations in Lake Superior. 
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The following objectives for managing Isle 
Royale’s wilderness have been drafted as a part of 
this new planning effort. Please let us know on the 
enclosed response sheet what you think about the 
draft objectives listed below: 

a Manage the Isle Royale wilderness consistent 
with the preservation of wilderness character wherein 
nature is the primary influence and human works are 
minimized and substantially unnoticeable. 

b To ensure preservation of the wilderness 
character, use only the minimum tools, facilities, and 
management techniques necessary to meet 
management objectives. 

c Preserve cultural resources in the Isle Royale 
wilderness and foster their appreciation through 
appropriate programs of research, treatment, 
monitoring, protection, and education. 

d Provide outstanding opportunities to observe a 
naturally-functioning ecosystem and to experience 
solitude, remoteness, risk, challenge, self-sufficiency 
and discovery. The sights and sounds of nature 
predominate. 

e Communicate with the public and park staff 
about wilderness values, risks, and precautions; and 
continue to foster the desire to protect Isle Royale’s 
wilderness. 

f Manage the Isle Royale wilderness for present 
use and enjoyment in a manner that will leave it 
unimpaired for future use and enjoyment as a 
wilderness. 

The planning team has developed a preliminary list 
of problems and decision areas that they believe need 
to be addressed in order to achieve management 
objectives for Isle Royale’s backcountry and 
wilderness areas. Please look over this list and use 
the response form to let us know if the list is 
complete or what additional concerns or issues you 
believe the plan should address. 

Preliminary List of Issues to be Addressed By the 
Plan 
• Should any areas not now designated as 

wilderness be included in the wilderness 
boundary? 

• Should any areas be removed from the wilderness 
boundary? 

• Are any changes in campground/campsite design 
needed or desireable? 

• How can noise be further reduced in wilderness? 
• Should design standards for trails, signs, 

campsites, and other facilities be modified? 
• Are all existing facilities necessary and 

appropriate? 
• How will cultural resources within wilderness 

areas be treated? 
• How should scientific activities within wilderness 

be managed? 
• Are existing interpretive and informational 

programs adequate and appropriate? 
• Are all management activities within wilderness 

areas necessary and appropriate? 
• What are the minimum tools and techniques for 

achieving management objectives? 
• What are appropriate visitor use levels in 

wilderness and backcountry areas? 
• If use levels need to be managed, are permit 

systems, trailhead quotas, or reservation systems 
workable and appropriate? How would they be 
implemented? 

• Do commercial ferry services need to be modified 
to better manage use levels? 

Plan Schedule 
Step 

1 

2 

3 

4 

Planning Activity 
Collect Data and Identify Issues. Summer - Fall 
’99  The team gathers and analyzes information 
and, with help from the public, identifies issues and 
concerns. 

Develop and Evaluate Alternatives. Winter ’99 
- Fall ’00  A range of alternative ways to achieve 
goals and solve problems will be developed. An 
environmental assessment will be prepared to help 
identify a preferred alternative. The public will be 
invited to help evaluate the various alternatives. 

Prepare and Publish Draft Plan/EA. Fall ‘00 - 
Winter ’01  A draft wilderness and backcountry 
plan and environmental assessment will be 
prepared and distributed for public comment. 

Revise and Publish Plan. Spring ’01  A final 
plan will be developed based on the analysis of the 
draft plan, public comment, and other information. 
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Response Form 

ISLE ROYALE NATIONAL PARK 
WILDERNESS AND BACKCOUNTRY MANAGEMENT PLAN 

NEWSLETTER 1: RESPONSE SHEET 

Please review the draft objectives for managing Isle Royale’s wilderness. Would you suggest any changes? 

Please read over the preliminary list of issues to be addressed in the wilderness and backcountry management plan. 
What concerns or areas of decision would you suggest we add to the list? Are there any issues you would remove 
from the list? 

Please retain my address on the wilderness and backcountry management plan mailing list 

Please Print 
Name: 

Address: 

Please remove my address from the mailing list 

After you complete the form, please fold in half, tape, and mail the form so that the address for Isle Royale 
National Park shows on the front.  Your comments will be of most help to the planning team if you respond by 
October 15, 1999. 
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Will get mailed format from Mary Ryan at 303- 
969-2974 

Place the landscape format postage 
scheme on this page, which would be 
page 6 of the newsletter (not counting 
either side of response sheet). 

Fold and staples must go on bottom. 
Must place tabs on top on right and 
left edges, not cover up bar code or 
return address. 


